
3. Designing the Shopping Mall

During al-Shabaab’s four-day siege, Westgate Mall became a site, both 
physical and metaphorical, for locating the intersection of the prevailing 
discourses of terrorism, capitalist practice, cultures of consumption, the 
security apparatus, and corporate media network competition, among a 
number of other issues constituting the contemporary urban experience. 
In order to understand how the shopping mall may host these complex re-
lationships, it is important to map formative moments in the evolutionary 
and historical trends of shopping mall development and to examine the 
architectural impetus of its design in shaping patterns of consumption, 
as well as contestation. 

As a sign of continuously globalizing transnational exchanges, the con-
cept of the shopping mall has a long history of borrowing architectural 
forms and adopting consumption patterns. Greek agoras, Roman forums, 
and the souqs and bazaars of the Middle East, Asia, and Africa stretch back 
into ancient history as the conceptual originators of concentrated retail are-
nas that have been extended into the modern form of the shopping mall. 
These concentrated commercial forms have existed for centuries, and their 
designs have been encountered, exported, and emulated by disparate cul-
tures in different geographies. The history of international trade exchanges 
complicates any definitive way of knowing exactly what came from where 
and how. A variety of converging and diverging factors and events have 
shaped the evolutionary trajectory of the contemporary shopping mall, 
none of which can be captured in its entirety. To echo the extravagant words 
of department store entrepreneur Harry Gordon Selfridge, written almost 
a century ago, “to write on commerce and trade and to do the subject justice 
would require more volumes than any library could hold.”1

The history of landscapes of consumption does not follow a clear suc-
cession from one type of design to another and these spaces, whether con-
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sidered traditional or modern, marketplace or mall, have existed contem-
poraneously and in coinciding commercial spheres. Even though today’s 
corporate consumerist ideology in the shape of the shopping mall stems 
from a particular Western imaginary, it is necessarily ordained as a global 
phenomenon through a dominant neoliberal discourse whose focus “re-
flects principally the interests of its producers. In many ways, what passes 
for international culture is usually the culture of the economically devel-
oped world” in the progressivist lexicon.2 The contemporary shopping 
mall has especially been reflective of the dominant commercial cultures 
of the United States and Europe. 

Because the shopping mall, in its contemporary form as an enclosed, 
air-conditioned retail arena, has had such a long and sustained evolution 
in European countries, in general, and the United States, in particular, 
much of the research on this commodity form has concentrated on West-
ern histories and experiences. The literature abounds with countless arti-
cles, books, journals, magazines, and trade reports dedicated to examin-
ing the history of shopping, and patterns of production and consumption, 
and numerous accounts analyzing in detail every aspect of the shopping 
mall, including its architecture, design, atmospherics, security apparatus, 
as well as its customers and employees and their habits, aspirations, and 
behaviors.3 Since the contemporary shopping mall has existed for a long 
time in the European and US urban and suburban historical contexts, 
the relationship that has been developed between corporate and social el-
ements in the developing country context must thus be read against this 
dominant history. While the origins of the contemporary shopping mall 
might be specific to the US and European contexts, these histories played 
a paradigmatic role, and are essential to understanding other market for-
mations. Key urban and architectural transformations helped, in one way 
or another, shape the contours and concept of the modern mall as well as 
the prevailing culture of the consumption practices within it. 

The concept of the contemporary shopping mall emerges from dec-
ades of research dedicated to the shaping of consumption patterns. Shop-
ping malls, as orchestrated profit-making enterprises, are highly reg-
ulated zones where marketers, administrators, designers, and security 
analysts have spent vast amounts of money and time crafting, promot-
ing, and monitoring the relationship between space, people, services, and 
commodities. Even as they go about their daily activities, mall visitors are 
ushered through a specialized history of architecture; they become the 
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subject of decades of advertising and marketing research; and they be-
come subjected to the latest technologies of surveillance. Because of these 
many moving parts, “the shopping mall cannot be described solely on 
the basis of its floor plan, location or size; it can only be encountered in 
motion, as a matrix of time and space through which passes a multitude of 
trajectories.”4 While mall visitors may not necessarily succumb to all such 
marketing orchestrations, the mall remains a center of contemporary life 
where many people are, in one way or another, implicated in the purpose 
of the business operation, and regularly embedded in, or excluded from, 
an environment engineered for consumption. 

Since the histories of consumption practices stem from a variety of 
different geographic locations, and are shaped by specific socioeconomic 
factors, and since shopping malls have been developed at different stages 
depending on particular national contexts, instead of examining a single 
narrative trajectory, it is important to highlight a series of global overlaps. 
Examining international convergences in the history of shopping malls 
provides an overview of the commercial arena, with particular focus on 
moments of correspondence between how the shopping mall evolved in 
one part of the world and how it was imported and adopted in another. 
Over time, bottom-line financial objectives have outstripped most other 
contextual concerns, and have had direct influence on an increasingly 
standardized design of international shopping malls. 

A Brief Histor y of the Shopping Mall

While histories of consumption are multiple and varied, the industrial 
revolution ushered in a new era of mass production and consumption that 
gradually spread across the world. The novelty and mass availability of in-
dustrial goods attracted the attention of publics and captured their imag-
inations, steering many towards the wonders and possibilities of the me-
chanical age. Technological advances to systems of production, the mass 
manufacturing of goods, the introduction of automated transportation, 
innovations in lighting and ventilation, and changes to roads and urban 
planning, created a larger customer base that could revel in a world of con-
spicuous consumption once reserved for the bourgeoisie. In the context of 
an industrializing Europe, there was “a concomitant rise in incomes,” so 
that “what were once considered luxury goods were now becoming wide-
ly available for purchase by a variety of different socioeconomic classes, 
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rather than just dedicated to a minority of elite.”5 These mass produced 
products needed to be displayed, and their means of production exalted. 
In such ways, the architecture of consumption began to take shape accord-
ing to the need to accommodate, display, and protect increasingly large 
amounts and varieties of goods. Further social and cultural transforma-
tions of the industrial revolution overlapped, kindling a radical transfor-
mation in the relationship between people, places, and products.6 

E xhibitions and Fairs
Beginning as temporary structures, regional and national exhibitions, 
festivals, and fairs, such as the World Fair, unveiled industrial goods to 
inquisitive publics. These quickly became centers of social awe, creating 
a newfound energy in the heart of growing cities.7 These spaces encour-
aged encounters with new and foreign merchandise, including a variety 
of “exotic” cultures and commodities imported from colonies all over the 
world.8 Although such early large-scale exhibitions catered predominantly 
for the publics of industrializing European cities, the movement of goods 
was global and multidirectional, and organized fairs, such as the Inter-
national Exhibition in South African in 1877, were mounted outside of 
Europe albeit less frequently.9 

Creating an early framework for today’s shopping malls and the tac-
tical combination of commerce and entertainment, the popular fairs and 
festivals provided a series of theatrical productions, magic shows, and 
spectacles in order to encourage customers to stay longer, and in order 
to imbue the commodity with a wide range of characteristics. Such exhi-
bitions and fairs served to “glorify the exchange value of the commodity. 
They create a framework in which its use value recedes into the back-
ground. They open a phantasmagoria which a person enters in order to be 
distracted. The entertainment industry makes this easier by elevating the 
person to the level of the commodity.”10

With the mass availability of goods, there was a new emphasis on the 
transformative powers of consumption. “Until the nineteenth century, 
capitalist power was located mainly in production, in the factory, and in 
the labour process, since the early part of the twentieth century, particular-
ly in the developed capitalist countries, power has shifted increasingly to 
consumption.”11 Marketing industries and advertising narratives worked 
towards a creative awakening of desires, enticing and instructing publics 
on new means of identity-making based on conspicuous consumption.12 
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In the age of mechanical reproduction, “art became subject to the logic of 
commerce,”13 and advertising techniques flourished in tandem with the 
consumption practices encouraged, and the goods publicized—all con-
tributing to the expansion of imaginations and identities intertwined with 
commodities and their signifiers in a symphony of “symbolic alchemy.”14

With the combined efforts of advertising and the creation of a carni-
val atmosphere, “the society of the spectacle” flourished.15 By promoting 
the supremacy of the commodity, a wondrous world was being created 
with the power to replace a constrained reality offered through industri-
ous labor. Commodity-based spectacles presented publics with elements 
of a fantastical world that reached beyond the quotidian of daily lives 
ruled by work. In these market-driven spectacles, the worker and regular 
wage-earner, became central to the industrial project, and were invited 
to occupy the foreground as sought-after customer, rather than the back-
ground as mere labor.16 

With the industrial revolution in full swing, and with the public’s cu-
riosity piqued, temporary exhibitions and fairs evolved into more perma-
nent city-central structures with input and capital provided by government 
entities and private entrepreneurs. Thus began the physical and psycho-
logical transformations of industrializing cities; instead of the customary 
congregation of urban activity around a traditional marketplace or town 
square, people’s attentions were now redirected towards shopping arenas 
as the centerpiece of the city dedicated to conspicuous consumption. Ur-
ban planners set about developing new infrastructures, and city centers 
set their gaze towards new focal points.

Arcades
It was only relatively recently, in the twentieth century, that the term 
“mall” became a byword for the ubiquitous, fully-enclosed shopping arena 
we know today. In the eighteenth century, the word “mall” was commonly 
used to describe a “public area often set with shade trees and designed 
as a promenade or as a pedestrian walk.”17 The idea of pedestrian malls 
became increasingly popular as they provided islands of tranquility to cut 
through the increasingly tumultuous, overcrowded, and disorganized city 
centers of an industrializing Europe. 

It was not long before the many urban leisurely strollers, or what 
Baudelaire and Benjamin conceptualized as flâneurs, became the tar-
gets of merchants selling their goods alongside the malls.18 The strolling 
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malls of London and Paris became lined with merchants, and many of 
the promenades were gradually customized in order to make them more 
attractive to the ambler. Physical comfort and shelter from the sun or rain 
were offered over time with the partial covering of walkways. By the nine-
teenth century, covered walkways grew in several different directions of 
the city as they increased in number and popularity, and were gradually 
transformed into a series of interconnected city-central arcades. The most 
notable arcades flourished in Paris and London where the narrow streets 
of the city were ideal for connecting the covered walkways to provide a 
comfortable and extended shopping experience. 

Developed along with a boom in the textile trade, and as a place to store 
and exhibit merchandise and emerging fashions, arcades became attrac-
tive areas for shopping and strolling. Quoting from An Illustrated Guide to 
Paris, Walter Benjamin notes that the nineteenth century Parisian arcade, 
“a recent invention of industrial luxury, are glass-roofed, marble-paneled 
corridors extending through whole blocks of buildings, whose owners 
have joined together for such enterprises. Lining both sides of these corri-
dors, which get their light from above, are the most elegant shops, so that 
the arcade is a city, a world in miniature.”19 It was in the arcades where 
gaslights were first used on a large scale, and for an industrial purpose, 
with entire streets lit up at night to allow for continuous shopping into the 
hours of darkness.

At a time of rapid industrial development, the arcades provided a key 
historical instance when industry, architecture, and consumption be-
came decisively intertwined, leading to a consecration of the commodity 
therein. The arcade was “wholly adapted to arousing desires,”20 and it was 
within the arcades that aesthetics and business were expertly combined, 
and where many art forms became coopted in “service of the merchant,”21 
creating a world filled with the wealth of surplus. This was a commercial 
world that would gradually gain power and influence over the purchasing 
habits of the public by promoting its own rules of design, advertising, be-
havior, and consumption.22 “Arcades as temples of commodity capital,”23 
were the architectural predecessors of modern malls as dedicated spaces 
for commodity adulation.

However, as the commercial spaces of commodity display became 
more refined and organized, industrial waste polluted city streets, and 
industrial promise attracted a steady stream of rural migrants. Many of 
the grievances leveled against the contemporary shopping mall can be 
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identified in the arcades, which were becoming less like public streets 
and more like spaces of exclusion, providing protected walkways predom-
inantly for the wealthy and shielding them from the increasing hazards of 
city centers. Overcrowding, disease, crime, and impoverishment stood in 
stark contrast to the displays of wealth being paraded in and through the 
arcades. With a large variety of shops increasingly facing away from the 
street and towards each other across central walkways, the arcades “were 
built as a way to deal with the increasingly hostile public environments of 
urban centers”—a sentiment of safety that is still being used to character-
ize the modern shopping mall.24

Instead of constantly looking out for the hazards of the street, the 
protected environment of the arcades encouraged people to gaze inwards 
upon the many sights on offer, whether in the form of other shoppers, or 
increasingly elaborate shop windows to display and advertise commodi-
ties. In such spaces, filled with novel and cosmopolitan goods, “signs and 
appearances acquire a new importance and substitute increasingly for tra-
ditional narratives of social and geographical belonging. There is a new 
stress on display and the visual—on looking.”25 This new target on the 
gaze, became even more focused with the incremental enclosure of shop-
ping venues to form stand-alone department stores. 

Department Stores
Nineteenth century department stores were presented as spaces of ele-
gance and entertainment, but their origins can also be read according to 
a more ominous history. The department stores of Paris can trace their 
origins to the widening of city streets and boulevards introduced by ar-
chitect Baron Haussmann that aided in the “speed and free flow needs of 
the security forces,”26 allowing for troops to be deployed in mass numbers. 
Among other infrastructural reasons, wider road systems were designed 
to put an end to the urban revolts and street barricades that were a com-
mon form of the poor’s social resistance in the narrow, irregular streets 
of Paris.27 One such altercation took place in a Parisian arcade when “the 
Passage du Saumon was the scene of a battle waged on barricades, in 
which 200 workers confronted the troops.”28 While the redesign of the city 
improved traffic flow and eased overcrowding, “military concerns were 
paramount” to the redesign of the city, and the subsequent establishment 
of department stores as safe, regulated spaces of commerce.29 
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With the development of automobiles and public transportation sys-
tems, notably in European cities, the intricate pedestrian alleyways and 
arcades were less visited, and eventually fell out of fashion. In their stead, 
road-facing, self-enclosed department stores rose to prominence.30 As 
comfortable and convenient one-stop-shops, department stores outshone 
the arcades with “glittering decor, the great variety of goods on offer, and 
the range of additional services and entertainments that they provided.”31 
A departure from the erraticism of the arcade, department stores present-
ed clean, comfortable, indoor emporia, and an integrated commercial con-
cept owned by a single merchant, and unified in a single architectural 
form. Over time, department stores expanded vertically, taking on more 
floors, as well as horizontally, taking over adjacent buildings and city 
streets,32 all the while growing in a systematic, measured, and controlled 
way. 

Because the older arcades grew organically over time to dominate 
or create a city center, they could not always be easily replicated in other 
cities. The department store, however, was an easy and compact model 
to follow and was emulated in cities all over the world.33 In the colonial 
context, developers in African nations began adapting the model of the 
department store to suit their elite and middle-class customer base.34 In 
the 1950s, for example, representatives from the United Africa Company 
(UAC) traveled to Europe and the United States to interview established 
department store managers in order to collect expertise for the opening of 
the Kingsway department store in Ghana,35 accumulating such advice as 
what kinds of marketing measures should be implemented, as well as how 
to better attract customers. 

Atmospheric technologies and architectonic designs became catalysts 
for fundamental changes on both ends of the marketing spectrum: from 
enhancing the tactical nature of selling techniques to the sustained in-
fluencing of buying behavior. Because the emphasis was now on “observ-
ing,” department stores provided increasingly vivid and theatrical displays 
of merchandise. These spectacles were designed to entice the observer 
with more than just the product, but with the promise of the product. 
Department stores were dedicated to the sale of an increasing variety and 
abundance of commodities that were promoted in ever elaborate designs 
and displays. Through a rapidly revolving cycle of mass production and 
consumption, “the circus-like and theatrical element of commerce is quite 
extraordinarily heightened.”36 These early spectacles of consumption es-
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calated within the setting of the suburban shopping center to include a 
combination of shopping and entertainment facilities.

Since attracting and retaining custom was among the department 
store’s primary goals, it was in these commercial spaces that shoppers 
were first exposed to a variety of technological advances that were not yet 
instituted by the state for public consumption, including such novelties 
as continuous and sustained electricity, escalators, and elevators.37 When 
Ghana’s Kingsway department store was first established in Accra, “one 
of the most memorable features was the store’s escalator, the first of its 
kind in West Africa. Older men and women reminisced about riding it for 
fun as children.”38 The store was lit up all night as most of the city lay in 
darkness, highlighting its importance as a national symbol of modernity 
and progress.39 

Artificial lighting and air conditioning were introduced to department 
stores early in the twentieth century, removing the need for natural ven-
tilation and light.40 Eliminating glass windows and skylights—popular in 
arcades and early department store design—provided more retail space 
for commodity displays to fill the once empty, grand, and open-planned 
interiors, atria, foyers, and centerpieces.41 With no more natural light and 
no direct connection to the world outside, department stores became in-
crementally insulated, isolated, and inward-looking worlds, and the act of 
shopping commenced in an increasingly self-sustaining atmosphere that 
needed little correlation to the outside environment. This is a dislocation 
that has only been enhanced in the design of fully-enclosed contemporary 
shopping malls, and with it an increase in friction and hostilities leveled 
against it. 

The incremental detachment of the department store had a sustained 
effect on the relationship between people, products, space, and services. 
As these increasingly enclosing worlds slowly severed themselves from 
outside environments, they also created their own internal logic for the 
rational and efficient functioning of their operations. The Parisian Bon 
Marché department store, for example, reflected this rationalization in 
“its divisions into departments; its partitioning of Paris for the purpos-
es of making deliveries; its files and statistics, records and data; its tele-
phone lines, sliding chutes, conveyor belts, and escalators,”42 among other 
mechanized, systematized, and streamlined ways of conducting everyday 
business. Department stores were growing into increasingly large and 
far-reaching operations and so “were obliged to introduce modern meth-
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ods of management, stock control, cash handling and staff training, all of 
which led to further efficiencies,”43 and began incrementally removing the 
personal in favor of the automated. 

The relationship between the merchant and hired employees created 
a new service industry based on the characteristics of efficiency and con-
formity and subscription to particular types of behavior. In mass indus-
tries, “the constant and rapid turnover of goods demanded standardized 
methods of organization, subjecting employees to a factorylike order that 
extended beyond working hours into the carefully supervised dormi-
tories and eating halls.”44 In Ghana, for example, the Kingsway depart-
ment store’s employee handbook emphasizes “the connection between 
physical appearance and salesmanship, implying that the more attractive 
a sales person appeared, the better their ability to sell. This correlation 
was applied to both male and female sales staff. The company instructed 
women on how to apply make-up and fingernail polish, and reminded 
them to wash their hands and feet. Men were encouraged to shave daily, 
wear leather shoes and ‘crisp white shirts’, and keep their hair short.”45 
Set against the backdrop of recent or imminent colonial independence, 
investors framed the establishment of department stores as not only a sign 
of modernity and progress, but as a “public service” that would introduce 
“improved techniques in buying and selling, which included the use of 
modern equipment, like accounting machines, cash registers, and refrig-
erators, as well as self-service, merchandise displays, and staff training 
courses.”46 

In traditional marketplaces, personal relationships between customer 
and merchant were built on consistency of contact and the rapport created 
through regular banter about products and price negotiations. In the large 
department stores prices were fixed and visibly marked and sales were 
conducted methodically by hired salespeople with little room for, or inten-
tion of, forging relationships with customers. Here, “the obligation to buy 
implied by the active exchange of bargaining was replaced by the invita-
tion to look, turning the shopper into a ... spectator, an isolated individual, 
a face in the department-store crowd, silently contemplating merchan-
dise.”47 The department store environment began eliminating the need 
for any unnecessary communication between customer and salesperson, 
a relationship that became further eroded in the operation of shopping 
centers.
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The Shopping Center
In the US and European contexts, there was a series of further technologi-
cal, economic, and social developments, including an increase in automo-
bile manufacturing and ownership, a surge in wage labor and concomi-
tant rise in wages, and an increase in women entering the labor market. 
The growing middle classes began a gradual movement into suburbs in 
search of larger houses and better conditions compared to the congestion 
of city centers.48 Redefining the geography of retail in order to cater to this 
movement, Jesse Clyde Nichols designed the Country Club Plaza in Kan-
sas City in 1923. It was the first concentration of shops constructed at a dis-
tance from a downtown, catering to a large-scale residential development. 
For the orderly suburbs, now at a safe distance from the crime, grime, and 
overcrowding of the city, shopping centers provided “sanitized surrogate 
city centers” for shopping, recreation, and social gatherings, and became 
focal points to which suburban life gravitated in the absence of any other 
discernable center.49 Importantly, within these new market forms, the idea 
of the social became increasingly defined by commercial activity, where 
“the center of community life was a site devoted to mass consumption, 
and what was promoted as public space was in fact privately owned and 
geared to maximizing profits.”50

As department stores were gradually surpassed by shopping centers 
and strip malls, such arenas underwent a series of architectural and 
conceptual changes. A far cry from the elaborate and ornate design of 
city-central department stores, the new efficiency-seeking attitude born 
along with the more regimented shopping centers was key to stripping 
away excess features deemed unprofitable. Nichols reasoned: “We have 
found skylights are a source of trouble. They are hot in summer, cold in 
winter, hard to keep clean, are subject to leaking in rainy weather, and 
easy for robbers to enter.”51 Over the years, guidance regarding the con-
struction of shopping centers advised developers to sacrifice “architec-
tural perfection” in order to “serve practical needs in merchandising,”52 
resulting in increasingly ubiquitous structures. Shopping malls may have 
started off with beatific skylights, fountains, and floral arrangements, but 
the marketing impulse matured towards maximizing business efficiency 
with profits trumping any superfluous design considerations.

The lack of appealing outward designs or window displays was part 
of a new profit-maximizing attitude towards economic restructuring and 
cost-cutting on any element that was calculated as unnecessary to the 
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commercial project. More purposefully, however, the lack of an exterior 
design helped in “guiding” shopping behavior and the movement of cus-
tomers within these establishments. The lack of outward embellishments 
discouraged people from walking around the exterior of the shopping 
center and instead encouraged them to park their cars and walk direct-
ly towards the shops. It also meant that “delivery trucks could be driven 
right up to the building and unloaded directly into the ground-level stock 
rooms,”53 thus saving on extra loading space and, importantly, saving time 
and increasing efficiency.

Suburban shopping centers were designed specifically to accommo-
date as comfortably and efficiently as possible the automobile,54 making 
the “invention” of the sprawling parking lot just as important a concept 
as the shopping center itself. Personal automobiles freed people from the 
structures and constraints of public transportation and served to change 
the way people shopped, resulting in an increase in how much time they 
spent in shopping centers, how often they visited, and how many com-
modities they could purchase and carry home, all resulting in a surge in 
the popularity and profits of shopping centers. 

The automobile was similarly one of the driving forces behind the 
urban planning schemes of many African cities in the twentieth centu-
ry characterized by the machinations of colonial trade.55 Combined with 
racial municipal legislation, a racially segregated urban plan for Lusaka, 
Zambia, by British architect, Jellicoe, for example, was designed “to ca-
ter for ‘a car-owning European population and an African population that 
would be walking.’”56 As colonial cities grew in the 1930s and 1940s, cen-
tral business districts (CBDs) expanded. Stimulating the landscape for 
European settlers was to ensconce them in similar retail environments 
as they would experience back in the colonial centers, with names like the 
“Hyde Park Centre” to evoke a sense of “home.”57 

Meanwhile, municipal legislation prohibited African businessmen 
from conducting commercial activities in the towns. Since “the poverty of 
black township residents and the lack of infrastructure development made 
these areas less attractive to retail property developers,”58 African traders, 
and customers, relied on informal markets and wagon or truck trade, con-
tributing to the expansion of an unplanned urban sprawl, a condition that 
has been exacerbated in the contemporary era. By simultaneously accom-
modating a wealthy urban center and an impoverished periphery, cities 
became sharply divided between wealthy and impoverished districts. The 
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trajectory of sharply uneven distributions of wealth and infrastructural 
development has continued to this day in many African cities, and is a 
feature of the “neoliberal city” and a major source of contemporary con-
testation.59

In many emerging economies, shopping malls are erected as signs of 
economic progress and take pride of place in the centers of cities.60 In the 
same way that department stores were some of the first private spaces to 
have sustained electricity when no other public space was given the same 
privileges,61 in many developing cities today shopping malls and office 
buildings are lit up all night in neighborhoods adjacent to slums where 
there is neither sustained electricity, nor running water. The well-main-
tained grounds and intricately designed structures of shopping malls often 
sit in stark contrast to the unkempt surroundings of makeshift stalls and 
street hawkers attempting to capitalize on wealthy mall clientele.62 More 
than just attempting to capture passing trade, the informal settlements 
around Westgate Mall are a congregation of the poor and unemployed in 
the surrounding slums that predate the construction of the mall.63 The 
mall’s security apparatus as well as cultural and entrenched communal 
norms work to ensure that both physical and imaginary socioeconomic 
boundaries are not easily transgressed, and that cross-class encounters are 
kept to a minimum.64 While the strategic location of malls can mitigate 
against everyday friction between the rich and poor, it can do little to stop 
the brazen and targeted violence of terrorist groups. 

The Contemporar y Shopping Mall
The evolutionary design of the contemporary urban mall emerged in large 
part out of the machinations of the military mindset. As many countries 
attempted to revive their post-World War II economies, the very same tech-
nologies of war, and some of the same factories where the machinery of 
war were produced, became available for the mass production of commod-
ities. Instead of building munitions, assembly lines could now mass pro-
duce cars and appliances that could be marketed and sold to the public.65 
In the United States, especially, “products were designed by corporations 
with the aesthetic of advanced weaponry, embellishing a newfound sense 
of confidence while relating it to American military might; economy, pow-
er and visual culture were thus linked like never before. Buildings, cars, 
household appliances and electronic devices, for example, were outfitted 
in chrome-trim shells, mimicking combat machinery.”66 In post-war econ-
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omies engaging in large-scale industrialization, “the new way of life de-
pended on new ways of consuming,”67 and households were encouraged, 
and expected, to accommodate a wide range of products. Mass production 
necessitated concerted efforts at product differentiation through targeted 
advertising, branding, and marketing campaigns to a mass audience via 
mass communication. Commodities made in bulk further necessitated 
that they be sold in bulk to as many people as possible: this place was an 
ever-expanding shopping mall, which has been described as “the delivery 
system of postwar abundance.”68 

The architecture and design of the first fully-enclosed shopping mall, 
the Southdale Center in Minnesota, was pioneered by Victor Gruen in 
1956. For his conceptual design, Gruen “drew influence from the design 
work of America’s governmental and military institutions.”69 Long before 
the idea of the contemporary fully-enclosed mall was made for public con-
sumption, “the idea of combining both shopping and non-retail services 
(like movie theaters, the post office, churches, housing, etc.) in a single 
location came from the U.S. Federal Government.”70 The self-enclosed 
military town combined shopping, leisure, and entertainment facilities, 
as well as other practical stores designed to satisfy the daily needs of the 
stationed troops. For example, “San Diego’s Linda Vista shopping center 
(built in 1942) was an all-encompassing installation built by the govern-
ment for WWII defense workers, and Los Alamos, New Mexico, (built in 
1943) was developed by the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission as a com-
bined retail and non-retail facility at the heart of America’s nuclear head-
quarters.”71 Thus, the concept of the contemporary shopping mall carries 
the trace of an underlying militarism imbued with a history of violence 
and was originally conceived as a space of survival, where a variety of daily 
social—and military—activities could be performed within the same pro-
tected, and barricaded, space. 

Since early shopping malls were established, a general trend regarding 
the “modern” experience of shopping, and any related recreational pub-
lic engagement, has increasingly, and architecturally, turned away from 
the public nature of the street and inwards upon itself, creating “a world 
in miniature.”72 Corporate advertising directed at creating new African 
target markets during the 1950s and 1960s are especially expressive of 
this shift. A United Africa Company advertisement from 1960 titled “A 
Change in West Africa” depicts the process of change with a “before” im-
age of a traditional open marketplace and an “after” image of an enclosed 
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shopping center representing the modern way of shopping in an enclosed 
arena.73 

Contemporary shopping malls differ from the individually-owned and 
managed department stores and many shopping centers in that they are 
no longer built and operated according to the philosophies of a single re-
tailer or designer, but are wholly managed by third parties who are, in 
most cases, real estate developers and investors with express interest in 
the bottom line, the mechanics of business, and calculating profits,74 with 
security and control high on the list of operational activities. The architec-
ture of commercial spaces has progressively become more insulated and 
isolated and their inaccessibility reflected in today’s walled, barricaded, 
and privatized complexes guarded by an array of private security forces 
and technologies of surveillance.

With such detailed attention granted to the minutia of the daily com-
mercial operation, the enclosed shopping mall performs an efficient and 
profitable control of private space. It synthesizes social and market re-
search with city planning, necessitating the convergence and interaction 
of disparate groups of actors and institutions in order for the unified con-
cept of the shopping center to thrive. These include, but are not limited to:

architects, planners, civil, structural and mechanical engineers, economists, de-

velopers, real estate owners, shopping center operators, department store and 

chain store organizations, super-market operators, owners of stores dealing in all 

types of merchandise, public officials, building and planning departments, zoning 

boards, traffic consultants, landscape architects, insurance companies, mort-

gage institutions, graphic designers, sculptors and ar tists, store designers and 

lawyers.75

This complex matrix of shopping mall stakeholders produced an increas-
ingly systematized way of doing business in which the “highly structured 
system was designed to minimize guesswork,” and allowed for the devel-
oper “to accurately predict the potential dollar-per-square-foot-yield of any 
projected mall, thus virtually guaranteeing profitability to the mall’s de-
velopers.”76 Even the embellishments deemed wasteful decades earlier in 
suburban shopping centers were now calculated as a necessary means of 
attracting customers and competing against the glut of other malls offer-
ing “a range of conveniences, including light, warmth, longer hours, bet-
ter security, improved store layouts, wider parking spaces, and increased 
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self-selection, all accented by waterfalls, sculptures, fountains, landscap-
ing, mirrors, and neon signs that downtown areas could rarely match.”77

As a concept that could accurately predict and guarantee profits, shop-
ping mall development went into overdrive. The enclosed shopping mall 
concept became so popular with both developers and shoppers that “by 
1960, there were 4,500 malls in America—some open, many enclosed. 
By 1975, that number had risen to 16,400, and by 1987, there were 30,000 
malls accounting for half of all retail dollars spent in the country.”78 This 
latter period was characterized by the global deregulation of markets 
when, in the 1980s, there began “an unparalleled period of growth in the 
shopping center industry, with more than 16,000 centers built between 
1980 and 1990.”79 The contemporary shopping mall design was further 
updated and hyper-modernized in the 1980s and 1990s by Jon Jerde, the 
proclaimed “alchemist of the urban condition.”80 On its website, Jerde 
Partnership International refers to its activities as “placemaking,” and rec-
reating “the communal pedestrian experiences upon which great cities 
were built, while meeting the evolving demands of rapid modernization. 
We see each site as a potential economic and social engine that can recre-
ate the urban experience and transform its environment.”81 The urban ex-
perience was not only transformed, but was also packaged and exported.

As US and European retail environments become saturated, investors 
set their sights abroad on new foreign markets, and particularly on devel-
oping countries, enshrining the shopping mall as an international phe-
nomenon. Emerging from the shadow of colonial disarticulation, many 
African nations opened up their economies to attract international devel-
opment and dedicated prime city center real estate to the construction of a 
variety of private enterprises with a strong emphasis on shopping malls.82 
However, there is only a handful of large-scale developers who can invest 
and compete in such mega retail and entertainment projects. In the 1980s 
and 1990s African context, for example, the active agents of neoliberal 
growth and “this new wave of African ‘modernization’ were South Af-
rican retail multinationals. Wittingly or unwittingly, the South African 
retailers followed the path of European colonial traders who inscribed the 
earlier geographies of retail in the region.”83 Unsurprisingly, South Af-
rica has the strongest retail sector in Africa, one that is matched by the 
length and strength of its colonial experience.84 Today, “a single South 
African development company is currently building some 50 mega-malls 
with grand names like the Mall of Kigali, the Mall of Mauritius, the Mall 
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of Mozambique, and the Mall of Zimbabwe.”85 Eyeing this initial growth, 
international property developers are targeting African cities as untapped 
markets for expansion of standardized shopping malls. 

Architectonics of Entrapment

The design of the ubiquitous shopping mall is an attempt to create a 
self-enclosed world, and one that can be replicated and recognized all over 
the world. The architectural and architectonic designs of shopping malls 
are highly scripted and have been perfected over the decades to encourage, 
produce, and predict a variety of behaviors, whether purchasing behavior, 
crowd interaction, or the speed and direction of movement. The many de-
sign features of shopping malls have been enhanced and refined over the 
decades. In the language of the architectural design of the contemporary 
mall, the “anchor” store is a large tenant store that stabilizes the entire 
operation and serves as the main attraction. In larger malls, there are typ-
ically two or more competing anchor stores strategically placed at opposite 
ends of the building. In this way, the architectural design of the building 
assumes control over the flow of movement by encouraging shoppers to 
traverse the length of the mall between the main anchor stores and directs 
them to visit other stores along the way.86 

When escalator and elevator technologies were still at a nascent phase, 
early shopping center developers did not believe in having a second floor, 
where they thought people would be less inclined to visit. They considered 
the possibilities of installing escalators to guide people to shops on dif-
ferent floors, but felt that “this would not pay its way.”87 Since these early 
days, the installation of escalators has done much to expand the size and 
appeal of shopping malls, and to further entice the public to engage more 
regularly in the act of shopping in a comfortable, yet highly orchestrated 
environment. 

Escalators play a central role in the movement of motion through the 
mall where “free wandering through the space is curtailed, not only by the 
walker’s inability to orient him or herself, but by the secondary role the 
walker plays; the escalator has become autoreferential, and the individual, 
rather than choosing a path, is directed along a designated route.”88 Alfred 
Taubman, an architect of the archetype of the mall illustrates the ways 
in which the structure of the mall encourages the circulation of shop-
per: “We put our vertical transportation—the escalators—on the ends, 
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so shoppers have to make the full loop” of the mall.89 A 1976 shopping 
mall patent illustrates “the way judicious design can combine with human 
nature to even out the split of how many shoppers will take” one of two 
paths, by placing “the ‘up’ escalator further from the entering shoppers 
than the ‘down’ stairs to make the mode of level transfer that calls for 
more effort easier to reach than the mode that calls for less effort.”90 Thus, 
mall visitors are architecturally encouraged to take the long way around, 
since “the more time someone spends in a mall, the more stores they visit 
and the more things they buy.”91

Ironically, in the Westgate Mall attack, the location of escalators and 
other profit-oriented designs of the mall, engineered to keep customers 
walking for longer, meant that those trying to escape had longer to travel. 
Similarly, the open atria and the panoptic design of the mall designed 
for optimum surveillance turned Westgate into a hostage space where 
people found it hard to escape without being seen as they attempted to 
escape through the exit routes.92 In the enclosed and defamiliarized space 
of Westgate Mall during al-Shabaab’s attack, the architecture of the build-
ing served its purpose to the fullest as a “customer trap.”93 The Westgate 
Mall’s anchor store, Nakumatt supermarket, became the scene of much 
carnage during the attacks, and a central site where the two forces of cor-
porate capitalism and terrorism colluded as complementary global agents, 
both simultaneously attempting to influence and retain mall visitors. 

Contemporary mall designs have creatively and strategically devised a 
number of physical, atmospheric, and psychological procedures and perfor-
mances to regulate movement, and to ensure that mall corridors are used 
for constant movement. In addition to looking out for the dangers of terror-
ism, theft, and unauthorized entry, the “CCTV Operational Requirements 
Manual” lists “crowd control” as a key public safety concern as well as a way 
to measure the link between walking speed and “shopping ambition”—
faster for the determined shopper, and slower for the casual ambler.94 The 
architectural and architectonic design of malls encourage an “optimal” 
speed at which people should navigate the commercial space; two oppo-
sitional types of movement—too slow or too fast—are both discouraged. 
Coming to a complete standstill in a non-designated rest area, or breaking 
into a run are flagged by the security apparatus as causes for concern. 

Within the world as defined by the mall, stopping in a non-designated 
rest area is characterized as “loitering” with signs all along mall corridors 
warning people against this “non-action.” The word “loitering” is carefully 
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selected to associate a person who stands still with an underlying sinister 
intent. In non-designated rest areas, “people staying still are not people 
circulating money; consumption is circulation.”95 In the mall, “complete 
stasis is not permitted; one cannot simply sit and concentrate but must 
move through the store, and through the commodities,” and “even when 
stopping to purchase, the consumer is still caught in the movement, but at 
the level of fiscal circulation.” Restaurants and cafes provide rest stops, but 
ones where items must still be purchased for consumption. Shoe shops, 
for example, “provide seating insofar as it will be used as a part of the 
movement of the stores’ goods,” and the few benches dotted along the 
aisles of the mall are strategically placed opposite shop fronts, providing 
only momentary respite for the malls visitor to gather strength for the 
shopping ahead.96 

In the contemporary mall environment, even reflective surfaces have 
been strategically used to ensure that on a slow day, or time of day, a shop-
ping mall feels populated and busy. “Mirrors reproduce and recirculate 
commodities in stores, but also reproduce the crowd as models for and 
purchasers of those commodities. Moreover, the crowd itself may be con-
sidered as part of the commercial goods, sold to and as commodities. As 
an attraction to would-be merchants and other mall visitors, the crowd 
parallels the audience, sold by television executives to advertisers.”97 This 
is yet another aspect of shopping mall design that was disadvantageous to 
the victims of the Westgate attack; as they attempted to stay out of view, 
the multiple reflective surfaces threatened to give them away. A shopping 
mall’s “steel, glass, chrome, plastic, and mirrors serve to double and re-
double images of plenitude, adding further to the cornucopian image 
of abundance.”98 During the Westgate attacks, however, these images of 
plentitude would have served to multiply representations of terrorists and 
victims, affecting the sensory perceptions of each as they were looking out 
for signs of the other. Even if people do take cover during such attacks, and 
avoid being seen through or mirrored in the many glass and reflective sur-
faces, the National Counter Terrorism Security Office reports that “many 
injuries in urban terrorist attacks are caused by flying glass, especially in 
modern buildings.”99 Mall visitors are advised by the office: “Remember, 
out of sight does not necessarily mean out of danger, especially if you are 
not ballistically protected.”100

In addition to the physical architectural designates of standardized 
shopping malls, music has also become essential to a mall’s overall design 
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and has been acknowledged “as a form of architecture. Rather than sim-
ply filling up an empty space, the music becomes part of the consistency 
of that space. The sound becomes a presence, and as that presence it be-
comes an essential part of the building’s infrastructure.”101 In many ways, 
the music can be thought of as “another layer of packaging laid over com-
modities. This packaging contains the real instructions for use—how to 
feel when using the products in the store.”102 The music played in malls is 
highly orchestrated and is delivered as complementary accompaniments 
to particular shops and products.103 Piped music in malls is specifically 
designed and suited to specific times of the day, to regulate people’s move-
ment, as well as a “stimulus progression,”104 that ultimately aids in the pro-
longation of shopping. “Programmed music in a mall produces consump-
tion because the music works as an architectural element of a built space 
devoted to consumerism. A store deploys programmed music as part of 
a fabricated environment aimed at getting visitors to stay longer and buy 
more.”105 Underlining the militarization of contemporary consumption, 
“stimulus progression was invented to combat worker fatigue in weapons 
plants during World War II, functioning on a principle of maintaining a 
stable stimulus state in listeners at all times.”106 Experimental stimulus 
progression of music to help prolong a continuous activity was thus orig-
inally conceived on the production side, rather than on the consumption 
side, of an emerging corporate capitalist industry.107 

During the Westgate Mall siege, the sound of grenade blasts and gun-
shots suddenly and acutely disrupted the enclosed orchestrated fantasy 
of the mall where the “music system kept on playing throughout, inter-
spersed with the shooting.”108 Witnesses reported the eerie displacement 
created as the music emanating from shops continued to echo in some 
parts of the mall and as silence descended elsewhere with customers qui-
etly hiding from the roaming al-Shabaab terrorists. Arnold Mwaighacho, 
a waiter at Urban Gourmet Burgers, recalls how he lay bleeding on the ter-
race of the restaurant. “He smeared blood across his face and played dead. 
He prayed and concentrated on the Justin Timberlake song ‘Mirrors,’ 
which looped over and over again on the restaurant’s sound system.”109 
With a “continuous, nuanced, and highly orchestrated flow of music to 
all its parts,” even with so much death and carnage during the attacks, “it 
is as if a sensorial circulation system keeps the Mall alive.”110 Without the 
regular Westgate crowd noises to fill the void of the mall’s atria and aisles, 
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“the ringing of the unanswered mobile phones of the dead and wounded” 
was amplified, giving away many of those seeking shelter.111 

Al-Shabaab’s invasion of Westgate’s space and ideology defied many of 
the designated rules set by the mall’s design. As people spent hours hid-
ing, and as the terrorists themselves were holed up in the Nakumatt store-
room, “without the circulation of consumers, the space ceases to function 
as a commercial center; moreover, it loses its dynamism and architectonics 
are reduced to static architecture.”112 However, even though the terrorists 
deliberately refused to enter the scripted flow of the mall, and challenged 
it by producing their own flow—the movement of people running, or be-
ing motionless for hours—al-Shabaab inadvertently “agreed to make the 
mall the space in which they act, and thus help constitute the crowd.”113 
Westgate was rearticulated and displaced, but only for a limited period of 
time—the four days of the attack, and the two years after as the mall was 
being rebuilt. Westgate Mall now employs an extraordinary security arse-
nal, is open for business, and defiantly reclaims its original meaning as a 
spectacle in the center of the city. 

Atmospherics of Enchantment

Since shopping malls have become so central to social life, they have ac-
quired the status of “cathedrals of consumption” and often replicate the 
aura of enchantment by emulating the traditional architecture of church-
es and places of worship, with such designs as stained glass windows, 
high ceilings, and arched domes.114 In many instances, the shopping mall 
has directly replaced the place of worship as the central focal point of a 
city’s urban planning, a community’s attention, and the means by which 
to guide or control social behavior.115 In many Western contexts, towns 
“were defined by either a church or a center of government (depicting 
the coalition between Church and State in the production of order that 
characterizes morally based regimes).”116 In one case, the switch between 
church and shopping mall is more literal: the Westgate shopping center 
in Oxford, UK, is currently being built on the site of a thirteenth century 
medieval church, which lies buried “beneath what is currently the Sains-
bury’s supermarket.”117 Constructing a mall on the ruins of a historical 
church is the ultimate embodiment of a cathedral of consumption dedi-
cated to worshiping a consumerist culture.
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The merging of worship and commerce has been taken to another 
level in some countries, where both types of venue have been combined 
within the same retail space. “The scene may appear an unlikely combi-
nation but in the Philippines the Catholic Church has successfully set up 
shop where millions increasingly spend their leisure time” in the mall.118 
Father Rufino Sescon said that “it was Jesus who went to market places to 
preach the good news of salvation. We must go where our people are.”119 
Other than providing a place of and for worship, shopping malls are now 
the primary centers of most towns and cities all over the world and are 
geared to satisfying social and commercial needs, and, increasingly, dedi-
cated to all kinds of entertainment activities. 

Since some malls have replaced the traditional communal city center, 
they provide much more than just a place to shop. The engineering of mall 
atmospherics has evolved over the course of the modern shopping mall’s 
existence, and is the product of years of marketing research, studies in 
psychology, architectural scholarship, and security studies, among other 
targeted disciplines, including demography, political geography, and ur-
ban planning, all geared towards the design, as well as the prediction, of 
consumption practices.120 All these fields have dedicated research geared 
towards the optimum functioning of the shopping mall, making it a 
cross-disciplinary project, and a central concern of contemporary culture. 
Over the decades, a variety of intricate modifications have been made to 
the architecture and design of shopping malls, all geared towards calcu-
lating and controlling the relationship between product, space, marketing, 
and purchasing behavior. 

Designed to appeal to different gender and age demographics, the 
contemporary shopping mall can simultaneously appease the various de-
sires and demands of every family member. Over the years, shopping mall 
developers have added an array of other functions and services, mostly 
geared towards entertainment but also others that propose to satisfy a va-
riety of practical daily needs. Not only can people expect to purchase most 
of their groceries, engage in conspicuous consumption, and go about their 
daily activities, as malls develop in size and scope they are increasingly 
equipped with a variety of different leisure and entertainment activities. 

In 1945, J.C. Nichols identified the relationship between shopping and 
entertainment by advising mall developers that “recreational types of busi-
ness can bring a lot of desirable traffic to your center—such as theaters, 
bowling alleys, and dancing schools.”121 By strategically combining the 
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areas of commerce and recreation over the years, “malls have developed 
an amazing arsenal of new devices to attract consumers,” in what has be-
ing labelled “shoppertainment,” in order to create a new type of economy 
based on “experience.”122 The Mall of America, for example, proudly states 
that Minnesota was “once known mainly as a vacation destination for out-
door activities, tourists now flock to the state for shopping,”123 thereby di-
rectly substituting free, outdoor action with the profit-oriented activities 
housed within the enclosed world of the mall.

Adding to the contemporary shopping mall experience are cinema 
complexes, restaurants, gaming arenas, ice rinks, post offices, banks, 
aquaria, theme parks, sports facilities, hotels, health spas, medical clin-
ics, post offices, live theater venues, and business forums, to name a few 
amenities.124 By placing all these facilities under one roof, this “proximity 
has established an inescapable behavioral link between human needs—
for recreation, public life, and social interaction—and the commercial 
activities of the mall.”125 By creating a continuous actual and conceptual 
thread between daily practical needs and activities of conspicuous con-
sumption, these different spheres of lived experience imbue each other 
with associative meaning, and become indelibly associated with the oth-
er.126 Such cross-commodification is also able to “incorporate fantasy, jux-
taposing shopping with an intense spectacle of accumulated images and 
themes that entertain and stimulate and in turn encourage more shop-
ping.”127 Shopping mall designs try to ensure that the act of shopping is 
not perceived as a chore, but is associated with an enjoyable and recrea-
tional activity. After years of experimenting with styles and designs, mall 
developers and designers have expertly combined shopping and entertain-
ment to satisfy the basic desire-driven elements of contemporary life. 

The contemporary shopping mall’s compulsion for entertainment 
can be located in its etymological origins. The word “mall” stems “from 
obsolete French pallemaille, from Italian pallamaglio, from palla ‘ball’ + 
maglio ‘mallet,’”128 and was a sixteenth century game, similar to croquet, 
where a ball was hit with a wooden hammer through a ring. The word 
“mall” became shorthand for “an alley used for pall-mall,” famously pre-
served as London’s Pall Mall.129 The word “mall” was subsequently used to 
label a pedestrian walkway, and is currently most used to describe a con-
temporary shopping center. Thus, to walk, in the context of the shopping 
mall, is to shop.
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One of the significant features of the contemporary shopping mall 
concept is its powerful merging of shopping and leisure activities into a 
single spatial form, and synthesizing activities—once considered dispa-
rate—under the rubric of the “commodity form” and spectacle.130 By ex-
pertly blending a variety of retail, culinary, and entertainment activities, 
the contemporary shopping mall has created an “experience economy,”131 
changing the way people shop.132 Shopping malls have become “materi-
al structures that use symbolism and mass media connections to invoke 
a consumerist milieu,”133 cementing the relationship between shopping 
and entertainment, and promising to promote this commodified “expe-
rience” to other areas of life. Increasingly, the merging of entertainment, 
leisure, and work, by creating a conglomerated and concentrated retail 
arena with multiple entertainment and commercial outlets is replicated 
by other corporate, private, and public spaces, including museums, hotels, 
airports, sports stadia, restaurants, and increasingly in areas once con-
sidered far removed from such commodification practices, such as places 
of education.134 “This logic of association allows noncommodified values 
to enhance commodities, but it also imposes the reverse process—pre-
viously noncommodfied entities become part of the marketplace. Once 
this exchange of attributes is absorbed into the already open-ended and 
indeterminate exchange between commodities and needs, associations 
can resonate infinitely.”135 

While many popular cultural codes stem from a particular US-centric 
history and experience, the culture of consumption is being actively en-
couraged and promoted all over the world, and especially in countries con-
sidered to be “modernizing.” US-inspired cultural codes are exported to 
other countries and cultures that appropriate, integrate, and shape them 
according to their own local forces. This is a type of “cultural language” 
that is acquired by others. “What they actually say in it is a different sto-
ry altogether.”136 In this sense, US cultural codes become dissociated 
from their specific historical grounding, as they become a shared cul-
tural capital available for global consumption. The Kenyan Vision 2030, 
for example, unabashedly cites Walt Disney as a source of inspiration for 
the government’s infrastructure modernization plans.137 In this context, 
Westgate Mall demarcated the boundaries of very different real and im-
agined worlds. The wealthy elite frequent the controlled environment of 
the mall as a temporary—air-conditioned—refuge from the surrounding 
turmoil of Nairobi. The enclosed world of Westgate attempted to “reima-
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gine” the city based on order, and to create a space where identities based 
on a shopping experience can be shared.

The Spectacle of Consumption: 
A Carnival of Contested Identities

True to the tenets of the society of the spectacle,138 one major South Af-
rican shopping complex claims to be a “Gateway” from one world into 
another. No longer referred to as a shopping mall but as a shopping theat-
er, Durban’s aptly named “Gateway Theatre of Shopping” is the biggest 
shopping complex in Africa and the Southern Hemisphere, and openly 
claims to be formulating a new African consumer identity. Advertising 
for the complex warns shoppers to “prepare your senses for overload,”139 as 
they traverse the threshold between the reality of the developing African 
urban landscape and the new world provided through the spectacle of con-
sumption in shopping malls. 

Especially in the postcolonial context of growing African urbanities, 
the mall is meant to provide an enclosed and safe space for the bold dis-
play and open performance of new “hard-won” modern identities based 
on new articulations of race, class, and gender relations.140 In this sense, 
“the transformation of the mall from a space of goods exchange to a space 
marked by the consumption of lifestyle, entertainment, and culture has 
been explained as a change in the way status is socially defined.”141 In such 
ways, a variety of “cultural and symbolic signifiers are attached to goods 
so that consumption becomes related to identity and to social stratifica-
tion.”142 The mechanisms of maintaining the ethos of consumption “in-
volve the constant production of new desires and wants, generated directly 
through advertisement and more broadly through the culture of material 
‘affluence.’”143 The shaping of desires and wants are extended to the public 
more broadly in which “the suggestive, imaginary reach of the mall brings 
the expanded global consumptive universe within the reach” of those who, 
even if they cannot afford the product, can still afford to imagine and to de-
sire.144 This is a “call of the mall” that instills simultaneous attraction and 
aversion in the imagination of the poorer populaces of developing nations.

In the post-WWII African context, corporate advertisements began ad-
dressing the African consumer as an emerging target market, rather than 
focusing solely on the European elite.145 With slogans such as “men of 
tomorrow,” advertisements were not only about stirring desire in this new 
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market, but also about “educating” Africa into conspicuous consumption. 
A 1955 United Africa Company advertisement titled the “Colonial Cus-
tomer” attempted to reverse customary divisions of labor and purchasing 
behavior by highlighting the postcolonial transition from traditional prac-
tice to modern consumption patterns. The advertisement depicts a young 
African woman, and reads: “It is no reflection on her ability that she un-
dertakes no more than the day-to-day shopping for her family. Purchases 
of capital goods—bicycles, radio sets, sewing machines, cutlery—remain 
a male responsibility only through custom.”146 Through such rhetoric, ad-
vertisements attempted to dismantle traditional gender roles by making 
everyone the target of the campaign as a potential consumer.

Through constant corrective and suggestive advertising, commodi-
ties are tailored to satisfying particular wants or needs, whether actual or 
manufactured. In such ways, “the mall encourages ‘cognitive acquisition’ 
as shoppers mentally acquire commodities by familiarizing themselves 
with a commodity’s actual and imagined qualities. Mentally ‘trying on’ 
products teaches shoppers not only what they want and what they can buy, 
but also, more importantly, what they don’t have, and what they therefore 
need.”147 The act of shopping and the complementary power of the prod-
uct promises to fill any perceived lack in identity. In the shopping mall, 
“identity is momentarily stabilized even when the image of a future iden-
tity begins to take shape, but the endless variation of objects means that 
satisfaction always remains just out of reach.”148 The mall, then, is a place 
of contradiction: the satisfaction of some customer desires through com-
modity purchase, and the simultaneous awakening of innumerable other 
wants that cannot be immediately addressed or gratified.

Putting on an act and trying on an identity are framed as positive steps 
towards creating a shared consumer culture based on global precedents, 
and a shared language of consumption. This identity formation is not just 
something that happens in “developing” countries. In order for corporate 
capitalist culture to be accepted as a normal part of everyday life, people 
all over the world are recast as “consumers,” a label that defines people 
by a dominant characteristic: their ability to spend. Shopping malls, as 
self-proclaimed theaters of consumption, openly and actively encourage 
people to embrace their roles as consumers by performing shopping du-
ties.

Through the architectonics of the enclosed mall and the systematized 
and optimized lighting, sonic effects, organized shelving, and colorful 
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aisles, commodities come to life and signifiers run wild as they combine, 
contradict, play, negate, simulate, and stimulate the thousands of desires 
that are in turn aroused and gratified. Consumption in the shopping 
mall provides “a playground of subjectivity” where identities can be si-
multaneously created and dissolved.149 In these playgrounds and “spac-
es of consumption are the articulation points of individual psychology, 
social pressures, the media, fashion, personal desire, the compulsion to 
buy, forms and structures of material culture, and the realization of group 
belonging.”150

In countries where the enclosed shopping mall is a relatively new 
phenomenon, the contours of the civic-corporate relations defining the 
mall experience may still be in the process of developing. As postcolonial 
countries attempt to reconstruct themselves in the shadow of their past 
dispossession, they must struggle with the “cultural identity (shifting, 
variegated, and multiple…) of the postcolonial society, caught up in the 
throes of globalization. The vast majority of developing countries have 
emerged recently from the incubus of colonialism; both colonialism and 
globalization have in many ways fractured and distorted their cultural 
self-perceptions.”151 

Even though mall visitors in developing countries might not all be 
spending, they are still undergoing an acculturation to the mall environ-
ment and becoming familiarized with the ways in which it operates. In 
Santiago, Chile, many “visit malls but spend little or no money, seeking 
entertainment or companionship.”152 Similarly, in India, many malls are 
frequented by people who spend time in the mall, but do not shop. In the 
space of the mall, everyone is a potential consumer not only of the com-
modities sold, but of the idea of the mall itself and the cultures of consump-
tion it generates. In these spaces, “consumers must be content to consume 
the spectacle rather than the products being sold in these malls.”153 Shop-
ping malls, thus become sites where people can “participate vicariously in 
global modernity rather than fully participate via shopping.”154 In develop-
ing countries, the mall is “full of ‘neo-cultural’ references, which allow the 
uninitiated to learn a kind of ‘know-how’ acquired just by being there.”155 
Those who cannot afford to spend, can still partake in the outward signi-
fiers of a consumer society, and be educated in conspicuous consumption 
as an aspiration to a particular lifestyle. They can still enjoy the spectacle 
of the mall as voyeurs. 
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Still, there is a delicate balance that must be maintained between 
the mall and visitors; “when the promised footfall and conversions does 
not materialize, then the relationship between the retailer and the mall 
management sours.”156 Ultimately, however, the codes of global corporate 
culture can only be meaningful to those afforded entrance into the es-
tablishment. The more impoverished elements of society are subjected to 
screenings, and are often barred from entering shopping malls based on 
the outward signifiers of their appearance.157 In its promotional efforts, 
Westgate Mall states that it “attracts a highly cosmopolitan and sophis-
ticated clientele, and reaches a well-defined and attractive demographic 
audience.”158 Sectors of society whose members lack the very basics are 
further disadvantaged and barred from reading the signs of modernity, 
even though it reveals itself to them in all its bold and brash signifiers in 
the shape of the shopping mall. 

Just as malls are theaters for encouraging and displaying consumer 
identities and public acts of consumption, they are also spaces where 
counter narratives can also be performed, and where oppositional iden-
tities can be enacted. Westgate Mall exhibited similar theatrical features 
of the typical structure of a shopping mall, where, upon entering the 
premises, visitors are faced with a large, central, and often empty atrium, 
heightening the expectancy that “something is just about to be exhibited 
or performed.”159 The mall became a theater where al-Shabaab staged their 
drama for local and international audiences, which was further publicized 
by the local and international media. In this tragic sense, the mall ful-
filled its purpose as a space of spectacle. In the spirit of the Bakhtinian 
carnival,160 the shopping mall, then, becomes an ambiguous space where 
identities are performed and contested. As with other forms of contem-
porary rioting in urban areas, these public performances of social unrest 
often have a dual, and contradictory, purpose: to destroy symbols of afflu-
ence and exclusion, and to simultaneously engage in looting, and thereby 
in the coveting and consumption of commodities tantalizingly advertised 
and displayed in shop windows. In these moments of rupture, the mall 
encompasses a further ambiguous and hybrid relationship between local 
and global forces, becoming an indeterminate space in which the ideolog-
ical paradox at the heart of consumption and rejection of consumption is 
played out.

Since the world of the shopping mall, and its associated cultural refer-
ences of consumption and spectacle, depends on the imaginary of being a 
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safe and enjoyable space, it must be protected and secured against any alien 
element threatening to break this illusion. In the current climate of fear in-
duced by the rise in terrorist violence and the intensification of the security 
apparatus, it has become standard industry practice for shopping malls to 
offer safety advice on how to react during a terrorist attack, thus dimin-
ishing some of the mall’s elements of fantasy that have been strategically 
crafted over the decades. Increasingly, malls and other places of leisure are 
imbued and viewed with higher levels of trepidation.

The next chapter illustrates how, in their attempt to counter terrorist 
violence and disruption, advocates of neoliberalism begin an inexorable 
march towards a social warfare waged against the general public. The war 
on terrorism has become integrated into the design of the contemporary 
shopping mall and embedded in its architecture from a commercial ven-
ue’s conceptual stage. As a result, military industrial war machinery has 
given way to a military industrial security architecture of which the shop-
ping mall remains the prototype example. Increased acts of international 
terror, along with a heightened anti-terror response, have also led to the 
eager deployment of a private security industry and a growing acceptance 
of its infiltration into public and private spaces. As corporate enterpris-
es enact their own policing, the governance of shopping malls and other 
businesses begins to take on a different shape—one that abides by its own 
rules and is no longer beholden to traditional state authorities. 
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